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AARON MESKIN 

Defining Comics? 

I. INTRODUCTION 

In a recent essay entitled "What Are Comics?" 
Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt defend 
what they call a "pictorial narrative" definition of 
comics.' Although their definition improves on re- 
lated proposals by Will Eisner and Scott McCloud, 
as well as the very different account David Carrier 
offers in his The Aesthetics of Comics, it remains 
unsatisfactory for a number of reasons.2 Most no- 
ticeably, Hayman and Pratt offer an ahistorical ac- 
count of comics, which leaves their account open 
to plausible counterexamples from the prehistory 
of comics. This flaw is found in all other extant at- 
tempts to define comics. One obvious response to 
this problem would be to incorporate a historical 
condition into the proposed definition. But even 
this may not do. Hayman and Pratt attempt to pro- 
vide a traditional real definition of comics in terms 
of independently necessary and jointly sufficient 
conditions for the correct application of the con- 
cept COMIC. There are reasons to think that no such 
account can be successful. In the bulk of this arti- 
cle I shall explore various problems with the Hay- 
man and Pratt definition, and then briefly suggest 
some lessons for thinking about the medium of 
comics.3 A brief survey of past attempts to define 
the medium will help place the Hayman and Pratt 
account in context. It is to that survey that I turn 
next. 

II. A BRIEF HISTORY OF RECENT ATTEMPTS TO DEFINE 
coMics 

In this section I discuss four recent attempts to pro- 
vide a definition of comics and suggest that they all 
suffer from glaring difficulties. The Hayman and 

Pratt proposal might, therefore, be seen as a signif- 
icant advance in the definitional project. Its fail- 
ures are then particularly telling. 

In the first volume of his exhaustive history of 
the comic strip, David Kunzle proposes the fol- 
lowing definition of that category: a comic strip 
consists of "a sequence of separate images" with 
"a preponderance of image over text" that appears 
(and was originally intended to appear) in "a mass 
medium" and tells "a story which is both moral 
and topical."4 Kunzle's notion of the image se- 
quence seems on the right track-something like 
this core idea is central to almost all extant ac- 
counts of comics; however, the other parts of his 
definition are patently problematic. For example, 
while the vast majority of comics or comic strips 
are presented in a mass medium, there seems no 
reason to think that they must be. Why not a single- 
instance one-off comic?5 Similarly, there may be 
some sense in which it is right to say that comics 
typically involve a preponderance of image over 
text, but this does not seem a necessary condition 
for status as a comic. There is, of course, difficulty 
in determining what counts as a preponderance, 
but Kunzle characterizes this in terms of what "car- 
ries the burden of the narrative" and what is "pri- 
mary."6 What does "carrying the burden of the 
narrative" amount to? Kunzle is not especially pre- 
cise about this; perhaps the idea is that audience 
comprehension of the narrative depends primarily 
on a grasp of the sequence of images rather than 
the text.7 (For example, the narrative could not be 
grasped without understanding the pictures, but it 
could be grasped-at least in part-without un- 
derstanding the text.) If this is the relevant factor, 
then some comic book versions of classic litera- 
ture (as in the Classics Illustrated series) appear 
to be counterexamples. Although these are not 
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typically thought of as especially successful comics 
from an artistic perspective, they are widely ac- 
cepted as comics. Finally, Kunzle offers a particu- 
larly strong version of the narrative condition; that 
is, comic strips must not only tell stories, they must 
tell moral and topical ones. Now, Kunzle does not 
mean that comics are essentially morally good (a 
view called into question, albeit in very different 
ways, by certain forms of aestheticism, by some 
of the horror comics of the 1950s, and by Tijuana 
Bibles), he seems only to mean that comics have 
"moral content" in some broad sense. Even this 
is too exclusive-some comics simply function as 
tools for nonmoral instruction.8 And as I will dis- 
cuss at length below, there are good reasons to 
think no narrative condition is plausible. 

Will Eisner leaves out medium and narrative 
conditions and focuses exclusively on a version of 
Kunzle's first condition. Comics are, in Eisner's 
words, "sequential art," by which he means to pick 
out a distinctive "form of art, or method of ex- 
pression."9 But although dropping the medium 
and narrative conditions might seem attractive 
given the problems with Kunzle's account, Eis- 
ner's "definition"-if it is really intended to be 
one-is too thin. As Scott McCloud points out in 
his brilliant comic book investigation of the na- 
ture of comics, Understanding Comics: The In- 
visible Art, "sequential art" does not distinguish 
comics from animation or, for that matter, from 
any other sequentially ordered examples of art.'1 
And it is a mistake to assume that all comics are 
art-think of the instructional comics mentioned 
earlier." Comics are among those media-like 
film and photography-that can be used to make 
art, but can also be used nonartistically. So Mc- 
Cloud suggests that comics are "juxtaposed picto- 
rial and other images in deliberate sequence, in- 
tended to convey information and/or produce an 
aesthetic response in the viewer."12 We shall see 
that the ahistoricism of McCloud's account leads it 
to count far too many things as comics. But it is also 
arguably too limiting-for it seems to set inappro- 
priate constraints on what functional intentions 
creators of comics may have with respect to their 
product. We should not assume apriori that the au- 
thor or authors of a comic intend either to convey 
information or to produce an aesthetic response. 

Before Hayman and Pratt, the only contempo- 
rary philosopher of art to write about comics was 
David Carrier, whose The Aesthetics of Comics 
is still the only book-length philosophical inves- 

tigation of the medium. Carrier argues for three 
essential features of the comic: "the speech bal- 
loon, the closely linked narrative, and the book- 
size scale."'13 Perhaps most noticeably problematic 
about Carrier's account is his claim that the speech 
balloon is an essential feature of the comic. The 
simple fact is that there are a range of comics that 
do not use the speech balloon. Speech balloons are 
the most common way speech and thought are rep- 
resented in the form, but captions are also used, 
and there are comics that eschew text altogether.14 
More plausibly, speech balloons are what Kendall 
Walton terms a "standard" feature of comics.15 
Their absence tends to preclude something from 
falling into the category of comics but does not 
guarantee exclusion from the category.16 

Previous definitions of comics look untenable. 
But there does look to be some convergence on 
the very natural idea that comics are essentially 
composed of sequential images or pictures."7 This 
suggests that any definition should start there. And 
that is precisely what Hayman and Pratt do. 

III. THE HAYMAN-PRATT DEFINITION OF COMICS 

Hayman and Pratt propose the following defini- 
tion of comics: "x is a comic iff x is a sequence of 
discrete, juxtaposed pictures that comprise a nar- 
rative, either in their own right or when combined 
with text."'8 Let us briefly examine the compo- 
nents of this definition. 

Hayman and Pratt characterize comics as essen- 
tially pictorial and sequential. As suggested above, 
both conditions initially appear to be quite rea- 
sonable. Although comics may (but need not) in- 
clude words, it seems that they must include pic- 
tures. Moreover, the pictorial condition seems to 
distinguish comics from related forms of art such 
as literature, works of which must include words 
and may (but need not) include pictures. Hayman 
and Pratt also follow Kunzle, Eisner, and McCloud 
in claiming that comics necessarily involve a se- 
quence of pictures or images. While this does seem 
to be a distinctive characteristic of comics that 
helps distinguish them from most paintings and 
mere illustrations, it creates a bit of a puzzle about 
what to say about single-panel works commonly 
categorized as comics, such as many instances of 
The Family Circus and The Far Side.19 But there 
are certainly responses that one could make to 
The Family Circus problem. A defender of the 
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sequential condition might simply deny that sin- 
gle panel cartoons are comics and seek to explain 
away the tendency to think of them that way.20 
Alternatively, another defense might be to point 
to the fact that The Far Side and The Family Cir- 
cus are (at least in their original form) published 
sequentially-typically one panel per day.21 

The pictorial and sequential conditions are not, 
by themselves, enough to distinguish comics from 
the art forms of film and television, so Hayman 
and Pratt follow McCloud in invoking a third 
condition-juxtaposition-that will differentiate 
comics from the arts of the moving image. Here 
is how they explain their use of the term 'juxtapo- 
sition': "In comics, the visual images are distinct, 
(paradigmatically side-by-side), and laid out in a 
way such that they could conceivably be seen all 
at once. Between each pictorial image is a per- 
ceptible space; we'll call this the gutter."22 They 
emphasize the distinctively spatial nature of the 
juxtaposition that comics exhibit-a feature that 
distinguishes comics from the arts of the moving 
image (that is, film and video), which might be 
said to essentially involve temporally juxtaposed 
images. 

What about the successive frames on a film reel? 
They are (at least typically) spatially juxtaposed 
sequences of pictorial images.23 It might be ar- 
gued that the pictures in reels of most contem- 
porary films do not typically comprise narratives 
on their own. Nor, perhaps, do they comprise nar- 
ratives when combined with text-if by 'text' writ- 
ten text is meant-since it is the addition of sound 
that completes the narrative in such films.24 How- 
ever, there are sequences of frames on reels of film 
from the silent era that unequivocally meet the 
Hayman-Pratt criteria for status as comics: many 
such pictorial sequences do comprise narratives ei- 
ther alone or in conjunction with text. This seems 
a problematic result, since it is wildly implausi- 
ble that film projectionists of the early part of last 
century made use of comics when they screened 
silent era films.25 Hayman and Pratt might attempt 
to respond to this objection by excluding photo- 
graphic pictures from the realm of comics or (more 
plausibly) excluding works that consist entirely of 
photographs.26 But this would still leave reels of 
certain animated films as putative counterexam- 
ples to their account.27 

Note which features Hayman and Pratt leave 
out of their definition of comics: appeal to distinc- 
tive media as per Kunzle, the speech balloons to 

which Carrier appeals, art status, extra-narrative 
functions such as McCloud builds into his defi- 
nition, and ontological category. This is to their 
credit. The definition does not limit itself to a nar- 
row conception of comics-it is designed to make 
sense of the wide range of comics and the whole 
gamut of conventions, purposes, and ontological 
categories that they exhibit. 

IV. COMICS AND NARRATIVE 

Hayman and Pratt claim that comics are essen- 
tially narrative. In asserting this, they are in rough 
agreement with Kunzle and Carrier. As mentioned 
above, Kunzle talks of "moral and topical" sto- 
rytelling, and Carrier holds that "closely linked 
narrative" is an essential feature of comics.28 But 
there really is only rough agreement here. Hay- 
man and Pratt make no reference to the sort 
of narrative that comics must comprise, and this 
is clearly an improvement over those other ac- 
counts. Aside from the instructional comics men- 
tioned above, the "moral and topical" condition 
looks falsified by any comic that focuses on tradi- 
tional rather than topical subjects.29 Carrier's con- 
dition is also falsified by narratives to be found 
in comics (specifically in the art comics of the last 
few decades) that are not plausibly characterized 
as "closely linked."30 My diagnosis is that Carrier 
has confused a tendentious criterion for evaluating 
comics with a defining condition.31 

Nonetheless, Hayman and Pratt agree with Car- 
rier that narrative is an essential component of 
comics. Why do they think this? There is no argu- 
ment in their essay for this condition: it is merely 
assumed. But why is it assumed? In the first place, 
almost all the uncontroversial examples of comics 
that we know of are narrative in form. Super- 
hero comic books, the comic strips that appear in 
daily newspapers, the underground comics of the 
1960s and 1970s, and the contemporary "serious" 
graphic novel-all these are narrative in form. But 
it does not follow that comics are essentially narra- 
tive. What else drives the intuition? Presumably, 
Hayman and Pratt are also motivated by a need 
to distinguish comics from some other sequences 
of juxtaposed pictures, such as arrangements of 
pictures in art galleries, the sequences of illustra- 
tions in cooking magazines and lab manuals, and 
collections of one-off cartoons ordered by publi- 
cation date. There must, it seems, be something 
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that links and unifies the sequence of pictures in 
a comic. It is natural to assume that the unifying 
link is narration. 

But it is instructive to consider some other art 
forms that are typically narrative. The vast major- 
ity of film that we come in contact with (for exam- 
ple, the products of Hollywood) is narrative, but 
there is plenty of nonnarrative avant-garde cin- 
ema to be found (such as films by Stan Brakhage, 
Michael Snow, and the members of Fluxus). And 
while much of the literature that we come into 
contact with is narrative in form, there is plenty 
of nonnarrative literature too (for example, much 
haiku). This does not settle the issue with respect 
to narration and comics, but it does point to the 
fact that other arts that are predominantly nar- 
rative are not essentially narrative. I believe that 
something similar is true of comics. 

Moreover, nonnarrative comics certainly look 
to be possible. For it seems easy to imagine a non- 
narrative sequence of spatially juxtaposed pictures 
that we would classify as a comic. What is crucial 
is that there is some significant connection be- 
tween-the panels of the putative comic. But this 
connection need not be narrative-it could, for ex- 
ample, be thematic or character based.32 Or, if you 
are willing to grant me the distinction, the connec- 
tion might be a matter of embodying some nonnar- 
rative story form.33 Hayman and Pratt claim that 
a virtue of their theory is that it allows that comics 
may "employ inaccessibly avant-garde strategies," 
but their definition seems to preclude an artist 
working in the medium of comics from employing 
the avant-garde strategy of producing a nonnarra- 
tive work in a traditionally narrative form.34 

Finally, there appear to be extant examples of 
nonnarrative comics. For example, some of Robert 
Crumb's comics seem to be nonnarrative. Con- 
sider his "Comical Comics" and "Cubist Be-Bop 
Comics," both published in R. Crumb's Carload 
O'Comics. "Comical Comics," a sequence of only 
occasionally related panels, seems specifically de- 
signed to repudiate the assumption that comics are 
narrative. This is plausibly indicated by the author 
in the text of a number of panels, such as "Another 
breakthrough in comic book history!!" and "This 
doesn't make sense!" "Cubist Be-Bop Comics" 
also eschews narrative, but this does not seem to 
be the primary point of the comic. The panels of 
the strip are linked thematically (they are about 
jazz) and formally (since the angular arrangement 
and shape of the panels is distinctive).35 

Narration does not seem like an essential condi- 
tion for being a comic; however, it may well count 
as a standard feature of comics (as I earlier sug- 
gested was the case with the presence of speech 
balloons). That is, narrative might be said to be 
"among those features in virtue of which works in 
that category belong to that category"; it plausi- 
bly counts toward something's status as a comic 
even if it is not a necessary condition for being 
a comic.36 But this raises an issue about another 
form of typically narrative and pictorial sequential 
art-children's picture books. 

V. COMICS AND CHILDREN'S PICTURE BOOKS 

Although not all children's picture books are 
narrative, many of them are. For example, the 
stories of Eric Carle, such as The Very Hungry 
Caterpillar and The Grouchy Ladybug, consist 
in "sequence[s] of discrete, juxtaposed pictures 
that comprise a narrative ... when combined with 
text."37 But most of us would not count these 
books as comics. So why are they not counterex- 
amples to the Hayman-Pratt definition? 

Comics are very often serialized: most comics 
we encounter are extended narratives that are de- 
signed to be encountered in the same publication 
in daily, weekly, or monthly installments. In fact, 
a significant number of graphic novels are origi- 
nally presented in serial form (for example, Art 
Spiegelman's Maus, Charles Burns's Black Hole, 
and Daniel Clowes's Ghost World).38 In contrast, 
children's picture book production is not nearly as 
dominated by serialization-they are mostly "one- 
off" stories and there are many cases of proper 
sequels that are not best construed as part of a 
serial (for example, the Olivia books by Ian Fal- 
coner). But these generalizations cannot be reified 
into criteria for distinguishing the two categories. 
There are plenty of nonserial comics, both single 
strips drawn for a particular issue of a publication 
(such as the various works in the "Seduction" sec- 
tion of the Comics Journal Special Edition 2005) 
and full-length graphic novels-often referred to 
as "original graphic novels"-that were not previ- 
ously serialized (such as Will Eisner's A Contract 
with God, and Other Tenement Stories and Alison 
Bechdel's Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic).39 So 
the serial/nonserial distinction will not provide a 
basis for distinguishing comics from their near rel- 
atives in the world of children's literature. 
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One initial thought might be to exclude these 
picture books from the category of comics by ap- 
pealing to the fact that their pictures do not seem 
to be juxtaposed in the requisite way. After all, 
comics typically have multiple panels on a page. 
Picture books, on the other hand, often have no 
more than one picture per page, and it is quite com- 
mon for one picture to take up two side-by-side 
pages. Moreover, "gutters" are not usually found 
in children's books. 

But this is not how Hayman and Pratt attempt 
to deal with the problem. And with good reason. 
The use of multiple panels on a page is clearly a 
contingent feature of comics, and one can find ex- 
amples of comics that have only one picture per 
page. Moreover, the pictures that comprise Carle's 
works can be "laid out in a way such that they could 
conceivably be seen all at once" just like ordinary 
comics.40 So Hayman and Pratt distinguish comics 
from "mere illustrated texts" by appeal to a fur- 
ther condition: "the sequence of images does not 
merely contribute to the narrative-it contributes 
necessarily. Without the image sequence, the nar- 
rative of a true comic cannot be understood."41 
This allegedly distinguishes comics from picture 
books such as Dr. Seuss's Green Eggs and Ham, in 
which the pictures are not required for narrative 
comprehension. 

An initial worry about this condition is that it 
might be too strong; that is, that some comics might 
possess texts that comprise comprehensible narra- 
tives on their own. In fact, I think this is the case 
about many, if not most, of Harvey Pekar's Amer- 
ican Splendor comics. As Robert Crumb writes in 
his introduction to the American Splendor anthol- 
ogy: "There's so little comic-book-style action for 
an artist to sink his teeth into. Mostly it's just peo- 
ple standing around talking, or just Harvey him- 
self addressing the reader for page after page."42 
The texts of many, if not most, of these comics 
are understandable narratives in their own right. 
The image sequences are not required to identify 
them as narratives. Nevertheless, these seem to me 
to pretty clearly fall into the category of comics.43 

In addition, the condition seems too weak (that 
is, it does not suffice to exclude some paradigmatic 
children's literature from the category of comics), 
for one can find illustrated children's books in 
which the pictures function necessarily to the com- 
position of a complete and coherent narrative. 
Consider Maurice Sendak's Caldecott Medal win- 
ner, Where the Wild Things Are (Harper Collins, 

1963). Most of the narrative of the book is supplied 
by the text, and the pictures just serve to illustrate 
the events described in them. But from the begin- 
ning of the "wild rumpus" to its end (when Max 
declares, "Now stop!"), there is no text whatso- 
ever. Instead, we are confronted with a sequence 
of three pictures of Max and the wild things danc- 
ing, swinging from trees, and parading. This se- 
quence of events is arguably integral to the narra- 
tive, and it cannot be grasped without the pictures. 
So it is does not seem that the narrative can be 
fully understood without the pictures; hence, this 
classic illustrated children's book does not seem 
excluded from the rank of comics by the Hayman- 
Pratt account. 

We need to be clear here. There is no good rea- 
son to think that a children's book (or, in fact, 
any work of children's literature) cannot also be 
a comic-a single work can fall into both cate- 
gories. In fact, recent immersion in the children's 
magazine Ladybug has convinced me that the 
use of comics is rife in children's publishing. The 
Spiegelman/Mouly Little Lit series certainly shows 
that comics are a natural medium in which chil- 
dren's literature can be produced. My point is only 
that the Hayman-Pratt proposal lets too much in 
as it stands-an illustrated children's story book 
should not count as a comic merely by virtue of 
the fact that the pictures are essential to grasping 
its narrative.44 

VI. COMICS AND HISTORY 

The Hayman and Pratt definition of comics is ahis- 
torical. In this, they are in accord with Kunzle, Eis- 
ner, McCloud, and Carrier, who also eschew any 
historical element in their proposed definitions. 
But this is a significant lacuna, for it opens all these 
accounts to a range of counterexamples. Simply 
put, spatially juxtaposed pictorial narratives ex- 
isted well before the birth of comics in the nine- 
teenth century and any definition that characteri- 
zes these as comics is guilty of artistic anachronism. 

Consider, for example, the narrative sequences 
of pictures produced by Hogarth and other 
painters in the eighteenth century, the Bayeaux 
Tapestry, and pre-Columbian picture manuscripts 
from eleventh-century Mexico. All these seem 
to meet the conditions spelled out by Hayman 
and Pratt, but it seems to me perverse to call 
these comics. Of course, one man's perversion is 
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another's ordinary practice, and McCloud explic- 
itly champions the aforementioned cases as exam- 
ples of comics made prior the nineteenth century.45 

But why think these are examples of comics? 
"Not everything is possible at all times" wrote 
Heinrich Wilfflin, and Arthur C. Danto has made 
this a cornerstone of his philosophy of art.46 It is 
an important point. Nothing could have counted 
as jazz in the seventeenth century, and any theory 
that implied that there was an instance of jazz 350 
years ago or more would be anachronistic.47 Think 
of how the incorporation of the Bayeaux Tapestry 
into the category of comics would reshape our ap- 
preciation of it. "Where are the speech-balloons?" 
we might be led to ask. "How radical to embroi- 
der a comic!" I take it that these would be distor- 
tions. One can construct ahistorical categories that 
are temporally neutral: for example, the Hayman- 
Pratt definition of comics, or a definition of jazz 
that focuses purely on sonic properties. Morris 
Weitz's point that it is always possible to "close" 
the subconcepts of art for special purposes is in- 
structive here.48 But is not plausible that these are 
categories that ordinary folk, artists working in 
the medium, or art critics actually use. Although 
comics are an interesting artistic category, the cat- 
egory of spatially juxtaposed pictorial narrative 
does not appear to be of much art-historical or 
art-critical interest.49 

Of course, there may be practical and rhetori- 
cal uses ("special purposes") for appealing to such 
ahistorical categories. Those interested in comics 
suffer from a sort of aesthetic insecurity. Comics 
have not been taken seriously as art throughout 
most of the last 150 years, and those interested in 
the medium seem to feel need to provide an apol- 
ogy for their interest. It strikes me that the real 
function of constructing a closed and ahistorical 
artistic category that most comics belong to is to 
establish an ersatz history for comics--one that 
might legitimate their place in the world of art.5o 
After all, if comics/spatially juxtaposed pictorial 
narratives have been around for centuries (as Mc- 
Cloud argues, and as Hayman and Pratt seem com- 
mitted to), then perhaps they should be taken seri- 
ously as art! I take it that this is the special purpose 
for constructing the ahistorical category of the pic- 
torial narrative. Perhaps that is a reason to make 
use of that concept, but once we are clear about 
this, I believe we will feel little pressure to think 
that comics just are spatially juxtaposed pictorial 
narratives. 

Hayman and Pratt have offered, by their own 
admission, a "formal" account of comics.51 The 
trouble that they face is a trouble that has always 
faced formalism-its failure to take into account 
the historical contexts in which works of art are 
produced. 

VII. A FEW MORE WORRIES 

Earlier I suggested that the pictorial condition is 
plausible. It is plausible, but it is not obvious that 
it is true. Again, it is instructive to consider the art 
of film, which is also commonly thought to be an 
essentially pictorial form. Although the vast ma- 
jority of films are pictorial in nature, there are a 
number of films that one might wish to resist char- 
acterizing as pictorial. Consider Michael Snow's 
So Is This (1982), for example, which consists of a 
sequence of displayed words and sentences. One 
might be tempted to call this a sequence of pic- 
tures of words and other linguistic units, but it 
might also be considered a sequence of nonpic- 
torial projected images. That is, the images in that 
film might be said to present words rather than rep- 
resent them. Other plausible (albeit tendentious) 
counterexamples to the claim that films are es- 
sentially pictorial can be found among films that 
utilize abstract imagery, such as works by Hans 
Richter and Stan Brakhage.52 

Can there be nonpictorial comics? If there can 
be nonpictorial films, then we have reason to think 
so. For film provides us with a plausible example 
of an art form that is typically pictorial but not 
essentially pictorial. And, again, it is not hard to 
imagine a nonpictorial comic (perhaps composed 
of a sequence of nondepictive images along with 
text in some format). Gary Larson's cartoon en- 
titled "Ghost Newspapers," which depicts a be- 
spectacled specter reading the funny pages, offers 
one possible vision of nonpictorial comics, as the 
depicted comic strips are blank except for speech 
balloons and captions.53 

Must comics be sequential? The standard worry 
about the sequential condition arises from the con- 
sideration of single-panel cartoons. I have already 
mentioned some ways a defender of the sequential 
condition might handle this. But there is another 
worry about the condition. Technically speaking, 
sequences are essentially ordered; sequences can 
be understood as functions from the natural num- 
bers to sets. The sequence [1,2,3] is not identical 
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to the sequence [2,3,1]. Since it is not at all obvi- 
ous that all comics must be essentially ordered, the 
sequence condition is questionable. Various imag- 
ined cases and the example of some webcomics 
suggest that the sequence condition might be jet- 
tisoned.54 

Finally, we may raise a question about the jux- 
taposition condition. Must comics be spatially jux- 
taposed? What about comics with hyperlinked 
frames?"55 McCloud explicitly wants to exclude 
these from the category of comics, but this move 
seems to be largely driven by his prior commit- 
ment to the spatial juxtaposition condition.56 It is 
more plausible that these experiments are avant- 
garde explorations of the medium of comics rather 
than a distinct new art form. 

VIII. COMICS AND DEFINITION 

Hayman and Pratt follow Kunzle, Eisner, Mc- 
Cloud, and Carrier in attempting to provide a 
definition of comics."57 I have presented numer- 
ous counterexamples to their account, but per- 
haps the problems I raise can be dealt with by a 
very different sort of definition. Even the most 
serious problem-the ahistorical nature of their 
proposal-looks like it might be dealt with by sim- 
ply building a historical condition into their ac- 
count. This might be done by adopting some sort 
of historical account of comics. For example, one 
might try to develop an intentional-historical def- 
inition of comics along the lines of Jerrold Levin- 
son's intentional-historical definition of art."58 Per- 
haps something is a comic just in case it is/was 
nonpassingly intended for regard-as-a-comic (or 
something close to that). Presumably the Bayeaux 
Tapestry and those troublesome pre-Columbian 
manuscripts were not so intended. There are al- 
ternatives to the intentional-historical approach 
that might solve the problem of ahistoricism that 
plagues all prior attempts to define comics. Per- 
haps a procedural account, such as a version of 
George Dickie's institutional account might do the 
trick. Could it be that an object is a comic if and 
only if it is an artifact created to be presented to 
a particular artworld public (namely, the comics 
public)?59 I doubt either account will do, but rather 
than investigating the possibility of such accounts 
I want to raise a few questions about the very 
pursuit of definition. Why continue the attempt to 
define comics? Why not simply give up the task of 

trying to provide a traditional definition of coMIc, 
which recent work on the nature of concepts sug- 
gests may be unachievable?60 What do we need a 
definition of comics for in the first place? 

We might be interested in having a method of 
identifying comics. There are challenging cases, 
and we may have an interest in categorizing cor- 
rectly. A definition would help, but if identification 
is the main goal, we need not require it. A his- 
torical narrative approach modeled on Carroll's 
historical narrative account of art identification 
might do the trick for us.61 Or perhaps we iden- 
tify by using criteria, as Berys Gaut has argued is 
the case with respect to the category of art.62 I sus- 
pect we can, do, and should use a range of methods 
for identifying both art in general and the comic in 
particular. Definition does not appear necessary. 

We might also be interested in an account of 
how to evaluate and interpret comics. Uncover- 
ing the definition of comics might seem crucial 
to these projects. Carrier is explicit about this as- 
sumption in the evaluative case: "A nonreductive 
evaluation of the comic strip requires identifying 
its essence, and so understanding in a positive way 
how it differs from other visual and verbal art 
forms."63 He is no less explicit about the interpre- 
tive case: "to interpret an art, we need to know 
its essence, its defining qualities."64 Nonetheless, 
it is hard to see why (in general or in this specific 
case) definition is required for either evaluation or 
interpretation. Perhaps if coMIc were a functional 
concept-or had a functional essence-the eval- 
uation of a comic as a comic would require some 
grasp of that essence. But no reason has been given 
to think that such is the case; in fact, the previous 
arguments suggest that it is not. Moreover, the fact 
that warranted evaluation and interpretation of an 
artwork require knowledge of the sort of thing it 
is does not imply that knowledge of essence is also 
required. But without a serious argument for Car- 
rier's claims, the possibility of warranted evalua- 
tion and interpretation without grasp of a defini- 
tion remains a live one. It is clear that neither the 
evaluation nor the interpretation of other artistic 
media such as music and painting have ever waited 
on definition. 

Suppose for the sake of argument that the art 
forms of music and painting can be defined. If 
so, it is eminently plausible that no one was in 
a proper epistemic position to do so before the 
twentieth century, for it is only with the produc- 
tion of modernist and avant-garde works that we 
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have come to see what is essential and inessen- 
tial to those art forms. But surely there were 
critics who were in a position to evaluate and in- 
terpret paintings as paintings and music as mu- 
sic before the twentieth century. Carrier's posi- 
tion seems to imply that this could not have been 
the case. And if music and painting do not have 
defining features, then the truth of Carrier's posi- 
tion would have the even more implausible conse- 
quence that we could not ever properly evaluate 
or interpret works that belong to those art forms. 
I suggest that the situation with respect to comics 
is analogous to that of painting and music. Defini- 
tion looks unnecessary to proper evaluation and 
interpretation. 

Furthermore, it is noticeable that the arguments 
offered above suggest that if a definition of comics 
were possible, it would most likely take procedural 
or historical form. These forms of definition typi- 
cally offer little help in evaluating or interpreting 
comics. So it seems improbable that a definition 
of comics-even if it were forthcoming-would be 
of much help in giving us critical and interpretive 
guidance. 

What then is required for the evaluation and 
interpretation of comics as comics? To focus on 
evaluation, I would suggest that what we need is 
some grasp of the various styles, techniques, and 
purposes found in the art form, as well as a broad 
grasp of how to evaluate the variety of elements 
that are typically (but not necessarily) used in it, 
such as narrative, drawing, dialogue, and coloring. 
The virtues of Humean true judges may be of as- 
sistance.65 But I see no reason to think knowledge 
of a definition of comics (or even some of its es- 
sential features) is requisite, and I suspect that the 
story about what we need to interpret comics will 
not be much different. 

Finally, we might be interested in determining 
the standard, contra-standard, and variable fea- 
tures of the art of comics, for it might be cru- 
cial to our critical purposes that we know what to 
expect-and what not to expect-from the art of 
comics.66 A real definition of comics might give us 
some standard features. Perhaps it would indicate 
what features were variable and contra-standard 
too. But standard features need not be necessary 
features of works of art, so a definition does not 
seem required. In point of fact, necessary features 
are not the most critically relevant of standard 
features-we are typically most interested in fea- 
tures whose absence tends to preclude a work from 

falling into a category, not ones that are required 
for category membership. What we need is close 
examination of the medium, not necessary and 
sufficient conditions. 

IX. CONCLUSION 

Extant definitions of comics are unsatisfactory 
for a number of reasons. Their biggest flaw is 
their failure to attend to the historical specificity 
of the medium of comics. Although historical or 
procedural approaches might fix this problem, 
there is a very real possibility that the defini- 
tional project is misguided. Moreover, there is 
no pressing need to come up with a definition. 
The art of comics, which began in the middle of 
the nineteenth century and developed largely out 
of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century caricature 
and mid-nineteenth-century British humor mag- 
azines such as Punch, can and should be under- 
stood on its own terms and by reference to its 
own history.67 Establishing the existence of artistic 
pictorial narrative prior to the nineteenth century 
might seem to offer a way to establish the art sta- 
tus of comics, but comics have earned the right to 
be considered art on their own merits. Works such 
as George Herriman's Krazy Kat strips, Spiegel- 
man's Maus, Chris Ware's Jimmy Corrigan: The 
Smartest Kid on Earth (New York, Pantheon: 
2000), and the Crumb oeuvre provide incontro- 
vertible evidence of the artistic possibility of the 
form. Anachronistic rhetoric is unnecessary. We 
should get on with the business of thinking seri- 
ously about comics as art. Let's get beyond the 
definitional project.68 
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